
D
oes this story sound familiar? 
Countless hours of work 
are invested in planning, 
coordinating, and advancing 
a major infrastructure project 

envisioned to benefit thousands when in 
operation. Once planning work is completed, 
delivery begins and control of the file is given 
to project managers focused on completing 
the project ‘on-time and on-budget.’ The 
project’s initial rationale is no longer the main 
focus. This introduces risks that can threaten 
the achievement of desired outcomes. 

As an example, on March 27, 2008, after 
decades of work, London Heathrow Airport’s 
Terminal 5 was completed both on-time and 
within its £4.3 billion budget. What was to be 
a cause for national celebration, however, 
quickly turned into embarrassment. A lack of 
baggage handler training and trial run testing 
meant that ground staff were unprepared for 
their jobs in this new environment on opening 
day. This resulted in delays, missing luggage, 
cancelled flights, and reputational stain for 
Heathrow and British Airways, the terminal’s 
main tenant. In the rush to open the project 
on time, there was not enough planning 
for the handover to operations, which led 
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SUMMARY
How do effective organizations ensure that 
intended outcomes of large infrastructure 
investments are realized? There is a risk 
that the planned benefits of a project can 
be overlooked when a project is handed 
from planning to construction since project 
managers typically focus on delivering a 
project ‘on time and on budget.’ Sponsorship 
is a best practice project management 
approach designed to ensure that planned 
project benefits are delivered as outcomes. 
Metrolinx, the regional transportation 
authority for the Greater Toronto and 
Hamilton Area, is undergoing the largest 
investment in its history, with the $13.5 B 
Regional Express Rail program. Metrolinx 
has implemented a Benefits Management 
Initiative and new Sponsor Office that will be 
accountable for ensuring that the planned 
benefits of this transformative project 
are tracked, closely considered in project 
decision making, and realized over this 
investment’s lifecycle. 

RÉSUMÉ
Comment les grandes organisations 
performantes s’assurent-elles que les 
résultats escomptés de gros investissements 
en infrastructure soient atteints? Il y a le 
risque que les retombées positives d’un 
projet puissent être négligées lorsque 
le projet est géré de la planification à la 
construction, puisque les gestionnaires de 
projet se préoccupent habituellement en 
priorité des échéanciers et des budgets. 
Le parrainage est une approche de mesure 
exemplaire de gestion de projet conçue 
pour assurer que les retombées prévues 
soient considérées comme faisant partie 
des résultats. Metrolinx, une autorité de 
transport de la région du Grand Toronto 
et de Hamilton (RGTH), pilote le plus 
important investissement de son histoire, le 
programme de train rapide régional réalisé 
à hauteur de 13,5 G$. Metrolinx a lancé une 
initiative de gestion des avantages et mis 
sur pied un bureau de parrainage qui sera 
responsable de s’assurer que les retombées 
prévues de ce projet de transformation 
fassent l’objet d’un suivi, prises en compte 
lors des décisions importantes et réalisées 
au cours du cycle de vie de l’investissement. 
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to catastrophe in the opening period and 
reduced the intended benefits of the project.

There is no doubt that Terminal 5 was a 
major delivery success. It was not, however, 
an outcome success. The benefits envisaged 
during the planning stages, such as new 
capacity, increased revenues, and improved 
public image were unintentionally hindered 
through a lack of focus on handover to 
operators. So while ‘on-time and on-budget’ 
may be a mantra for successful delivery, 
it is not sufficient to ensuring a successful 
project that achieves its intended benefits. 

To address this issue, government 
agencies and public transportation 
providers across the world have introduced 
project sponsors. Sponsors link an 
organization’s overall strategic objectives 
and accountability to programs and projects. 
They serve a different role from that of 
project manager. Project sponsors:
• are responsible for defining the purpose of 

a project (e.g., the business case);
• work over the lifecycle of the project from 

initial planning to delivery and operations;
• are accountable for benefits realization; 

establishing mechanisms to ensure that 
the benefits forecasted in the planning 
stages (e.g., reduced emissions, travel time 
savings, affordable housing development, 
etc.) are tracked and achieved as outcomes 
through constant monitoring and status 
updates to senior management;

• support and provide constructive 
challenges to the project manager, 
including independent verification of 
information and forecasts; and

• provide strategic stakeholder management.
In the context of Heathrow, a project 
sponsor could have ensured that there 
were appropriate work streams in place 
to ensure the realization of benefits 
as the project moved from delivery to 
operations. The Association for Project 
Management (APM) states that ‘project 
sponsorship is a critical component in 
an organization’s governance of project 
management.’ Figure 1 from the APM 
shows a generic organizational structure 
with the sponsorship function embedded. 
The sponsor fills a role which is connected 
to all actors through a project’s lifecycle, 
including the project manager, senior 
management, and stakeholders, both 
internal and external to the organization. 
They disseminate organizational direction 
and policy downwards to the project 
manager and team, and simultaneously 
communicate project status and 
progression upwards to senior officials. 

This approach to project delivery 
has been implemented by international 
agencies, including but not limited to 
Transport for London (TfL), Network Rail, 
and Auckland Transport. It has developed 
into an international best practice, 
evident in the notable infrastructure 
projects that have adopted this approach, 
such as London’s Crossrail, the largest 
infrastructure project in Europe. 

TfL has utilized a project sponsor 
approach for many years. TfL defines the 
sponsor role as “accountable for ensuring 
that the benefits to be realised are defined, 
that appropriate authorities are secured, that 
a capable delivery team is assigned to the 
work, that the project is well governed and 
controlled, and that the delivered assets and 
change can deliver the target benefits.” 

Another way of saying this is that the 
sponsor is responsible for the ‘why’ and the 
‘what’ of a project, while the delivery lead is 
responsible for the ‘how,’ ‘ who, ‘ and ‘when.’

Figure 1 – Sponsor links to key parties.

Figure 2 – Sponsorship at TfL.
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COMPLEMENTING ROLES  
OF SPONSORSHIP AND DELIVERY

Sponsor
Why? e.g., Strategic objectives and 

business case
What? e.g., Outcome requirements, 

scope, project governance, and 
strategic risk management

Delivery
How? e.g., project management, 

delivery strategy, technical 
requirements

Who? e.g., supplier and contract 
management, project level 
stakeholder management

When? e.g., planning and schedule, 
procurement timelines

Similar to APM, TfL defines the role of the 
project sponsor across the project lifecycle, 
with the largest involvement during the 
planning stages of a project when the 
rationale, business case, and scope are 
defined, and at the end of the project when it 
is moved into operation and mechanisms are 
required to realize and track benefits.

BENEFITS MANAGEMENT AT METROLINX
Metrolinx, the regional transit agency for 
the Greater Toronto Hamilton Area (GTHA), 
formally approved the implementation 
of its Benefits Management program in 
December, 2017. 

As Metrolinx plans, delivers, and then 
operates projects, it is critical that the 

benefits identified at the beginning of the 
project are actively tracked, monitored, and 
realized as outcomes. 

Benefits tracked should be kept to a 
sensible and manageable number, with 
priority given to benefits with the greatest 
potential value. Benefits can include, 
but are not limited to, new transit riders, 
travel time savings, reduced automobile 
GHG emissions and pollutants, enhanced 
customer experience, and road decongestion 
benefits. Metrolinx has adopted an enhanced 
approach to project/program management 
that emphasizes benefits management in 
order to deliver: 
1. Enhanced control and accountability –  

a sponsorship team is responsible for 
ensuring benefits from start to finish 

2. Clear governance for decisions – delivered 
through a senior decision making body 
(the Investment Panel) that makes go/
no go/go back decisions on projects at 
defined stage gates 

3. Transparency and alignment of evidence 
to decisions – business cases that are 
a key tool for benefits tracking and are 
made public at key decision points

Through a project’s lifecycle, four business 
cases are prepared to guide decisions on 
whether the project will proceed, be further 
assessed or be discontinued. Business 
cases are prepared according to Metrolinx’s 
Business Case Guidance (see image), which 
provides a consistent organizational project 
evaluation framework. A Metrolinx Business 
Case is a robust approach to evaluating and 
assessing the benefits of transportation 
projects and programs. A four chapter method 

is utilized which examines key elements of 
a project, including transportation rationale, 
economic performance, lifecycle capital and 
operating costs, and feasibility.

As with international examples, sponsors 
ensure that the initial benefits and value 
identified as the rationale for investing in a 
project are tracked throughout the project. 
The sponsor presents updates on how 
benefits are measured and maintained 
throughout the project lifecycle beginning 
with the Initial Business Case until the Post 
In-Service Business Case. These findings are 
presented to the Investment Panel at each 
identified Stage-Gate, as shown in Figure 3.

Infrastructure projects have long planning 
and delivery timelines, and it is possible that 
unexpected changes over time could affect 
project viability once it is approved. These 
changes could be organizational, economic, 
demographic, political, environmental, or 
technological. For example, population and 
employment growth could increase at faster 
rates than originally anticipated. Stage gates 
act as specified check-ins that help Metrolinx 
plan and respond to the unknown. These 
gates are decision points where projects are 

Figure 3 – Stage Gate Process
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reviewed to confirm they are ready to proceed 
to the next stage. They serve as an opportunity 
for the Investment Panel to understand how 
changes in the local and external environment 
are affecting the viability of the project and its 
benefits through design development. Thus, 
rather than just planning, approving, and then 
handing over a project, the sponsor guides 
the project through these stage gates to 
continuously check the project’s viability within 
its surrounding environment. 

Metrolinx initiated the sponsor function for 
the major expansion currently underway on 
the region’s existing GO Rail system. Regional 
Express Rail (RER) is the largest investment 
in the organization’s history. RER will 
transform commuter-oriented rail operations 
on five of seven rail corridors from primarily 
one-direction into two-way all-day services. 
This expansion will not only better serve the 
core commuter market but also support 
growing off-peak and inter-municipality travel 
patterns in the GTHA. As the RER program 
advances, sponsors must ensure that ongoing 
decisions around scope, value engineering, 
operational refinements, and other network 
changes do not present undue risks to the 
overall program benefits, which include 
reduced travel times, increased reliability, 
enhanced regional accessibility, and customer 
satisfaction. Reflecting the emphasis on 
planned benefits, the Sponsor Office is part of 
the Planning and Development Department 
at Metrolinx. This means close integration 
between staff determining project benefits at 
the outset and those responsible for seeing 
that those benefits are achieved when the 
project is completed.

Benefits management is not a panacea 
for project delivery. Looking at international 
best practice, research shows that benefits 
management is not a one-size-fits-all 
approach. An external review of TfL’s Spon-
sorship Policy found that organizations with 
effective project sponsorship models were 
those that “had been developed from the 
basis of fitting their overall business models 
rather than trying to impose a ‘standard’ 
model on the way they operated their busi-
nesses.” Metrolinx has adopted a ‘Profes-
sional Sponsor’ model where program and 
project sponsors are full-time positions that 
work closely with planning, delivery, and 
operations teams. Further, project sponsor-
ship is a program delivery model that can be 
adopted by not only transportation agencies 
but municipalities and other public sector 

bodies nation-wide. This assurance function 
can help guide project benefit realization 
at organizations both large and small. This 
could be used for large capital projects or for 
complex policy initiatives and programs. 

This is just the beginning for benefits 
management and project sponsorship at 
Metrolinx. Over the coming years, these 
programs will expand so that the majority 
of major capital investments are sponsored. 
This is part of an overall approach for 
continuous improvement in connecting project 
management and delivery to the organization’s 
overall strategic objectives and priorities. As 
one expert on project sponsorship stated: 
“Project managers make sure the organization 
is doing the project right. Sponsors make sure 
the organization is doing the right project.”

Reiner Kravis, MSc. Planning, is an Analyst on 
the Planning Analytics team within Metrolinx’s 
Planning and Development Division. He can be 
reached at reiner.kravis@metrolinx.com.

Joshua Engel-Yan, P. Eng, is Director 
of the Research and Planning Analytics 
team within Metrolinx’s Planning and 
Development Division. He can be reached at 
joshua.engel-yan@metrolinx.com. 
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